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Abstract

Cat owners are key stakeholders and influencers in discourses around cat man-

agement. While research has examined cat impacts on wildlife, there is limited

understanding of cat owners' perspectives on management responsibilities, par-

ticularly in regions where European wildcats Felis silvestris are threatened by

hybridization with domestic cats Felis catus. To address this gap, we conducted

semi-structured interviews with rural-living cat owners within two regions of

the UK where wildcat reintroductions are being contemplated. Interviewees

were asked about their perspectives on the impacts of, and responsibility for,

owned and unowned domestic cats and wildcats. We also explored cat owners'

present knowledge of wildcats. We find a lack of consensus over who is, or

should be, responsible for unowned cats to be a significant barrier to effective

cat management. This is highlighted by the shifting perceptions of unowned cats

between domesticated and wild. Moreover, the lack of cognizance of wildcats

among cat owners is a primary challenge facing wildcat restoration and

unowned cat management. We propose collaboration among a broad group of

stakeholders to develop management strategies for unowned cats in the context

of wildcat restoration and suggest a focus on cat welfare. The challenges of

domestic cat management provide insight useful to wildlife restoration projects

where there is a need to engage and highlight co-benefits with stakeholders who

are interested but not necessarily engaged in conservation issues or practices.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Domestic cats can threaten biodiversity through wildlife
predation (Doherty et al., 2016; Loss & Marra, 2017),

compete with wild carnivores (Medina et al., 2014), and
act as both reservoirs and carriers of infectious pathogens
(Gerhold & Jessup, 2013; Taetzsch et al., 2018). Domestic
cats also present a challenge to the conservation of the
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European wildcat (Felis silvestris), with which they read-
ily interbreed, leading to the introgression of domestic
cat DNA into wildcat genomes (Tiesmeyer et al., 2020).
Combined with the profound relationship between
domestic cats and people (Crowley et al., 2020a), the
management of domestic cats is a keenly debated and
often divisive topic (Calver et al., 2020; Crawford
et al., 2019; Hostetler et al., 2020; Read et al., 2020; Wolf
et al., 2019). Cat owners are key stakeholders in these
debates, as their practices and perspectives directly influ-
ence cats' impacts and wider discourses on cat manage-
ment (Cecchetti, Crowley, McDonald, 2021a; Bassett
et al., 2020; Cecchetti, Crowley, Goodwin, &
McDonald, 2021b; Deak et al., 2019; Loyd &
Hernandez, 2012). Understanding cat owners' perspec-
tives on the impact and management of cats is therefore
helpful for effective deliberation, decision-making, and
conservation practice.

Management of domestic cats and mitigation of their
impacts are complicated by their variable relationships
with humans. Domestic cats exist on a spectrum of
behavioral autonomy and legal regulation: they can be
owned, semi-owned, or unowned depending on the level
of human responsibility and control over their move-
ment, feeding, and reproduction (Crowley et al., 2020b).
Cats living as owned companion animals experience
more control than unowned (feral) animals, though
diversity and overlap exist among these types. For exam-
ple, owned indoor-outdoor cats are fed by people while
their movement and reproduction are often curtailed.
Similarly, while having no controls placed on their move-
ments, free-ranging cats are often treated as “working
animals,” including on farms, where they are fed and
sometimes neutered (Crowley et al., 2020b).

The ownership status of cats can be dynamic, with
owned cats having the potential to stray and become
feral, while unowned cats can return to greater human
control through rehoming or being kept as working ani-
mals on farms (Bradshaw et al., 1999; Crowley
et al., 2020b). The dual processes of “feralization” and
“domestication” (here indicating a within-lifetime transi-
tion into closer relationships with humans) are complex
(Bonacic et al., 2019; Henriksen et al., 2018) and affect
both the impacts of, and assumed legal and ethical
responsibilities for, domestic cats. People's perspectives as
to what constitutes different cat “types” are similarly
complex, and can change depending on the space the ani-
mal inhabits and its behaviors (Van Patter &
Hovorka, 2018). Moreover, people's perspectives of cats
can vary among cat generations due to hybridization
(e.g., European wildcat-domestic cat hybrids) and human
interventions, including cat ownership practices, cat
management activities, and conservation engagement

(Fredriksen, 2016; Gering et al., 2019; Rodríguez-
Rodríguez et al., 2022).

The processes of feralization, domestication, and
hybridization place cats in a liminal biopolitical space
between nature/culture and domesticated/wild
(Fredriksen, 2016; Holm, 2020; Palmer & Thomas, 2023;
Van Patter & Hovorka, 2018). The distinctions made by
people between an owned cat and an unowned cat, or a
hybrid cat and a wildcat, have material consequences;
each cat's typology, and those making a judgment of this,
subject it to shifting combinations of perceptions, social
constructs, legal protections and decision-making pro-
cesses (Fredriksen, 2016; Holm, 2020; Srinivasan, 2013;
Trouwborst et al., 2020; Trouwborst & Somsen, 2020).
Furthermore, definitions of welfare, ethics, and status
will change depending on the human actor, place, time,
and circumstance, meaning all domestic cats could be
seen as companions or pests (Crowley et al., 2020a), and
subjected to care or persecution, lethal or non-lethal con-
trol, or all of the above, at some stage, irrespective of the
cat's individual actions (Holm, 2020; Srinivasan, 2013).

The spread of domestic cat genes by their hybridization
with wildcat species is a major conservation concern and a
significant management challenge. European wildcats,
present throughout much of Europe, are locally threatened
by hybridization and pathogen transmission from domes-
tic cats, as well as other anthropogenic factors (Bastianelli
et al., 2021; Daniels et al., 1999; Mattucci et al., 2016; Ruiz-
Villar et al., 2023; Tiesmeyer et al., 2020; Unterköfler
et al., 2022). Hybridization is most prominent in Scotland,
where the last remaining wild wildcat population in Brit-
ain has been described as “functionally extinct” as a conse-
quence (Breitenmoser et al., 2019). To counter this
situation, a wildcat reinforcement project is being under-
taken in Scotland. In addition, reintroductions have been
proposed in Wales and England. The importance of man-
aging domestic cats (including owned, semi-owned and
unowned animals) and engaging with cat owners have
been identified as fundamental to the long-term success of
wildcat conservation strategies in Britain (Campbell
et al., 2023; Littlewood et al., 2014). While some engage-
ment has been undertaken as part of conservation initia-
tives within wildcat “priority areas” of Scotland
(Bacon, 2017; Littlewood et al., 2014), this is not the case
in England and Wales, where wildcats have been absent
for �150 years (Langley & Yalden, 1977). The consider-
ation of human dimensions in reintroduction projects is
associated with improved outcomes, including higher
probability of survival and reproduction (Serota
et al., 2023) as well as reduced social conflict (Dando
et al., 2023). The inclusion of key stakeholders, such as cat
owners, in a wildcat reintroduction is therefore a critical
step in the process.
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The reintroduction of wildcats to Britain presents an
opportunity to restore a native species and enhance trophic
complexity. It therefore makes a compelling conservation
and ecological proposition. However, the presence of
widely accepted and familiar feral and domestic cats can
cause conflation in both function and appearance with
wildcats, thereby complicating the justification for such
resource-intensive conservation (Fredriksen, 2016;
Wrigley, 2020). This complexity is amplified by the paradox
of hybrid cats—considered a threat to reintroduction while
being functionally similar to wildcats (Fredriksen, 2016).
Many studies argue the importance of preserving the
genetic integrity of wildcats (Daniels & Corbett, 2003;
Nussberger et al., 2023; Tiesmeyer et al., 2020). Others evi-
dence the divergent ecological functions between different
cat “types,” usually centered around population structures
(Bradshaw, 2016), response to humans (Ferreira
et al., 2011; Klar et al., 2008) and diet (Bir�o et al., 2005).
Some also discuss the value of “native” wildcats versus
“non-native” feral and domestic cats (Fredriksen, 2016).
However, the extent to which these discussions resonate
beyond scientific circles and influence key stakeholders,
including cat owners, remains unexplored.

To explore cat management and owners' perspectives,
we conducted semi-structured interviews with cat owners
in rural areas of England and Wales. The interviews con-
sidered variations among owners' perceptions of impact
and responsibility concerning cat life history and owners'
current awareness of European wildcats and their atti-
tudes to a proposed reintroduction.

2 | METHODS

We conducted semi-structured interviews with cat
owners. We aimed to examine how owners' perceptions
of impacts and responsibility for cats vary according to a
broad classification of cat “types.” To enable discussion,
we adopted a simple classification of domestic cats as
owned or unowned, based on Crowley et al. (2020b) in
relation to provisioning, reproduction, and movement.
We also used wildcat as a further type, referring to the
European wildcat. Interviewees were informed how
owned and unowned cats were defined by this study as a
preface to the interview questions. While we used the
term unowned cats, interviewees frequently used the syn-
onym “feral cat”; similarly, domestic cat was used inter-
changeably with owned cat, and we retain these terms
when participants used them. Wildcats were not defined
for participants, as we were interested in determining cat
owners' existing knowledge of this species.

Participants were recruited and interviewed between
November 2020 and April 2021. We targeted areas under

evaluation as potential regions for wildcat reintroduc-
tions (MacPherson et al., 2019) in southwest England and
southwest Wales. Recruitment occurred primarily online,
by advertising through a diverse selection of “cat groups”
through social media and via snowball sampling. Four
main online groups were targeted: interest groups, rescue
centers, welfare groups, and farm/feral cat groups. This
approach to recruitment means participants were likely
to be more than usually engaged with the issues dis-
cussed. Consequently, our sample is likely to be biased
toward those interested in, and who feel most strongly
about, cat welfare and management, rather than repre-
sentative of the broader population of cat owners. Such
engaged cat owners are especially important to these dis-
cussions due to their influence on and contribution to the
discourse about cats and their management. We were
seeking a diverse rather than representative sample, and
toward the end of the recruitment period, we purposively
recruited those who had rehomed unowned animals as
outdoor-only cats, recognizing the potential significance
of this group in terms of these animals' ecological interac-
tions. Additional participants were recruited via word of
mouth. Cat owners in rural areas are exposed to the
interface between owned and unowned cats and would
be for wildcats in the event of a reintroduction; conse-
quently, we focused recruitment on rural areas as defined
by Rural Urban Classification for England and Wales
(Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs
et al., 2016).

We interviewed 25 people (see Table S1), of whom
23 (92%) were female. This sampling bias has been seen
in similar studies of cat owners (e.g., Crowley et al., 2019;
Hall et al., 2016; Wald et al., 2013). While there are more
female cat owners in the United Kingdom (58%: PDSA,
2017) such a strong gender bias in response to recruit-
ment in this study and others indicates the need for
future studies to seek alternative approaches to recruit-
ment that incentivize male cat owners to participate.
Similarly, our sample contains a large skew (94%) toward
owners who neuter their cats; however, this is broadly
consistent with an estimated average neutering rate in
the UK of 89% (PDSA, 2022).

TD conducted all interviews, following a semi-
structured schedule (see Data S1, Supporting Informa-
tion). Interviews were conducted using both video and
telephone calls due to restrictions during the Covid-19
pandemic. All interviews were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. Participants were informed that they
had the right to withdraw at any time. The study received
ethical approval from the University of Exeter's CLES
Penryn Ethics Committee (eCORN003107).

Transcripts were analyzed using NVivo (v12). A sys-
tematic thematic analysis was conducted in three distinct
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stages by a single coder (TD) to identify the most salient
themes (prioritizing significance and relevance over fre-
quency of occurrence) that emerged regarding each cat
classification. In the first stage, transcripts underwent ini-
tial descriptive coding where responses were systemati-
cally grouped according to cat classification categories.
During the second stage, these grouped responses were
analyzed and coded into major thematic areas. While the
first stage allowed us to get an idea of likely themes, this
process was largely inductive, with three themes pro-
duced: (a) impacts of each cat type; (b) responsibility for
each cat type; (c) management of each cat type. A final
theme: (d) wildcats and their reintroduction, was deduc-
tive as it was viewed as a key focus of the research. In the
final stage, an iterative process of inductive sub-coding
was employed within each major theme to identify and
consolidate related perspectives, allowing for the emer-
gence of more nuanced patterns and relationships
between different viewpoints. To ensure analytical rigor,
constant comparison was used throughout the coding
process, with new data being continuously compared to
existing codes and themes to refine the analytical frame-
work. Numeric coded identifiers are used here to protect
participants' identities.

3 | RESULTS

This section is organized in relation to four key topics
from our interviews. All highlight the importance of cat
type in determining participants' perceptions and atti-
tudes toward cat behaviors, impacts, and appropriate
management. First, we consider participants' perspectives
of the impacts of owned cats, unowned cats, and wildcats
upon wildlife and other cats. Second, we identify how
participants attribute management responsibility to dif-
ferent people and/or organizations depending on cat
type. Finally, we focus on cat owners' views on the pros-
pect of a wildcat reintroduction to their area.

3.1 | Impacts and interactions

3.1.1 | Impact on wildlife

The impact of unowned cats and wildcats on wildlife, spe-
cifically arising from predation, generated mixed views
among participants (Figure 1). A key point of divergence
centered on whether cats targeted “wanted” wildlife like
birds, versus “unwanted” pests such as rabbits and
rodents. For example, a common theme when discussing
unowned cats and wildcats, was their beneficial role in
pest control, with Participant 5 noting, “These guys are

mainly catching rabbits … we need to keep them down;
they [rabbits] do a lot of bad down at the farm.” However,
attitudes shifted when discussing owned cats. Reflecting a
common sentiment Participant 18 explained, “I'm not con-
cerned about the mice he's catching, but the birds,” reflect-
ing a broader concern about owned cats' impact on valued
bird populations. The perception of beneficial predation
was primarily associated with rodent control, particularly
among those keeping outdoor-only cats as described by
Participant 17, “the main reason for having outdoor cats is
because we have had rats and mice problems in the past.”

While participants acknowledged unowned cats'
threat to wildlife, their responses often revealed a com-
plex emotional tension. This was evident in Participant
14's reflection: “I just feel bad for them, but I know it's
bad for the environment because they kill lots.” The per-
ception of owned cats' impact on sensitive wildlife, how-
ever, tended to be more straightforwardly critical. When
discussing wildcats, attitudes were more positive, Partici-
pant 2 articulated a widely shared ecological perspective:
“the ecology of that place is geared to that animal being
there,” highlighting the perceived legitimacy of native
species within British ecosystems.

Some participants challenged prevailing concerns
about feline predation. Taking a skeptical stance, Partici-
pant 9 dismissed assumptions about domestic cats'
impact: “It's a complete assumption and it is overstated.”
The rural context also influenced these perspectives, with
one participant suggesting that the vastness of rural
spaces would dilute any negative impact from unowned
cats. Regarding wildcats, several participants advocated
for a more evidence-based approach toward their impact
on wildlife, emphasizing the need for research before
proceeding with rural reintroduction efforts.

3.1.2 | Impact on other cats

When discussing inter-cat conflict, participants drew dis-
tinct characterizations between different cat types
(Figure 1). While owned cats were typically portrayed as
vulnerable, unowned cats and wildcats were cast as
aggressors. Illustrating this dichotomy, Participant 6 drew
a clear contrast: “domestic cats tend to be a lot calmer …
they tend to be a nicer character than some of the feral
cats, who tend to be quite dominating.” The prospect of
wildcat interactions sparked divergent views. Though
some feared for their pets' safety, others, like Participant
8, dismissed these concerns: “people say that it might
cause an issue to domestic cats. I don't think it would
unless you've got a very stupid domestic cat.”

The discussion of conflict extended beyond simple
aggression to broader ecological and health concerns.

4 of 13 DANDO ET AL.
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Territorial behavior among owned cats emerged as a poten-
tial source of tension with both domestic and unowned ani-
mals. Pathogen transmission from unowned cats also
emerged as a significant worry. The issue of hybridization
between cat types was rarely discussed. However, some par-
ticipants, including Participant 8, suggested an unexpected
benefit: “If you've got the risk of your cat breeding with a
wildcat, it might pressure people into thinking, well I might
neuter him.” This perspective reframed the hybridization
risk as a potential catalyst for responsible pet ownership.

3.2 | Responsibility

Responsibility for the management, behavior, and
impacts of owned cats was split by the respondents into

four parties (Table 1), cat owners, cats, society, and cat
charities:

Cat owners identified themselves as being responsible
for all aspects of an owned cat's health, and sometimes
any impact they might have inside and outside of the
home, for example, Participant 5 stated “I am responsible
for their health, their wellbeing. And then also I want to
make sure they're not impacting on wildlife, like some of
the birds, particularly.”

Cats were determined by a minority of participants to
be responsible for their own actions outside of the home,
such as predation and social disturbance. It was com-
monly stated that they (owners) cannot control what
their cat does. Participant 8 summed up this perspective
“When they're outside you can't really stop what they're
doing … it's kind of a wild animal.”

FIGURE 1 Schematic

showing the range of cat owners'

perspectives on the impact of

owned and unowned domestic

cats and wildcats in relation to

their perceived impact on

wildlife and other cats.
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Society (meaning everyone) was considered responsi-
ble for being aware of and reporting owned animals or
cats of unknown status they encounter if they are in bad
health, while cat charities were deemed responsible for
ensuring owners are “educated” and able to adequately
care for their cats.

Responsibility for unowned cats was more complex
(Table 1): cat charities, government and local authorities,
farmers and landowners, society, cat owners, wildlife
conservation organizations, and a coalition of some or all
of these parties were put forward by participants.

Most commonly, cat charities were primarily deemed
responsible for health, breeding, and Trap-Neuter-Vacci-
nate-Release (TNVR) programs and considered a trusted
group as described by Participant 14 “I think we should
help them. I donate to cat charities every month and they
do lots of trapping and provide health checks, neutering
that sort of thing, so they would be my first port of call.”

Government and local authorities were identified as
being responsible for identification and regulation of
unowned cats, the former referring to having a more
robust and regulated microchipping system to improve
accountability, as explained by Participant 8: “a govern-
ment programme would be quite useful to have if they
were to introduce (wild)cats, if you had to have micro-
chips it would be a lot easier to identify a feral cat.”

Farmers and landowners were deemed responsible for
maintaining health and limiting breeding of unowned
cats on their land. Participant 23 put forward a com-
monly held position around the benefits farmers derived
from unowned cats and the responsibility that should
come with it “If an animal is of use to you as a farmer, if
you're prepared to take those services and keeping your
rodent population down or whatever. I think on a human
level you've got some responsibility to them.”

Society, as with owned cats, was put forward by sev-
eral participants as having some responsibility for
unowned cats, with Participant 25 suggesting vigilance in
reporting to be a clear role: “I think they are society's
responsibility really, nobody owns them but they are suf-
fering and if there are feral cats in a community, the peo-
ple living there should be trying to do something about it,
rehome or whatever, but so many people just don't care.”

A coalition of stakeholders, including landowners,
charities, and local government, was also suggested as
being needed to reduce numbers and provide better wel-
fare outcomes for unowned cats. Finally, cat owners and
wildlife organizations were each mentioned. Cat owners
might reduce the impact of owned cats becoming feral by
microchipping and neutering them, while it was sug-
gested that wildlife organizations could intervene around
the issue of unowned cat predation on wildlife, although
no detail was given as to how.

For wildcats, responsibility was predominantly attrib-
uted to the wildlife organizations interested in reintrodu-
cing them (Table 1), referring to research on food
availability and mitigating risks to cats and other rural
industries as summarized by Participant 25: “I would
have thought it would be up to the wildlife groups releas-
ing them to make sure their needs were met and what-
ever research was needed to decide that was done
beforehand.”

Wildlife organizations were predominantly viewed as
responsible for wildcat reintroduction. Participant 25 cap-
tured this: “I would have thought it would be up to the
wildlife groups releasing them to make sure their needs
were met and whatever research was needed to decide
that was done beforehand.” Cat owners were seen as hav-
ing an indirect role in managing potential conflicts and
hybridization through adaptive outdoor access strategies.

3.3 | European wildcat reintroduction

Participants generally supported European wildcat rein-
troduction, primarily framing it as restoring a native spe-
cies (Figure 2). Participant 2 captured this line of
thinking: “I think if there's a wildcat reintroduction it's
only putting back what should be there in the first place.
And that's a different scenario to a domestic cat, which is
not necessarily supposed to be in the area.”

Support stemmed from diverse motivations. Some,
like Participant 13, were driven by a passion for cats: “I
am a cat person, and I love cats; I would love to see them
[wildcats] in this country.” Others saw ecological prag-
matism, with Participant 22 viewing wildcats as natural
pest controllers: “I would have thought of them as a
replacement and therefore reducing the need for people
to keep their own farm or feral cats.”

TABLE 1 Frequencies of stakeholders identified as responsible

for the care and management of cats, categorized by cat type

(owned, unowned, and wildcat). Multiple stakeholders could be

identified per participant.

Domestic cats

WildcatsStakeholder Owned Unowned

Cat charities 1 6 0

Cat owners 13 2 3

Cats 11 0 0

Coalition of stakeholders 0 2 0

Government authorities 0 4 0

Landowners/farmers 0 3 0

Society 2 6 0

Wildlife organizations 0 2 21

Don't know 0 4 3
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Caveats and concerns emerged alongside support.
Participant 9 highlighted habitat limitations: “I suppose
in Scotland there's so much wilderness, but we don't have
that amount of wilderness, do we?” Some owners, while
supportive, expressed location-specific reservations: “Oh
my god. No, I wouldn't be very happy, maybe somewhere
else, but not here.”

Critically, participants' support was tempered by
significant knowledge gaps. Queries about wildcat inter-
actions (“I don't know if wildcats interact with domestic
cats or whether they just don't” [22]), diet (“I don't think
a wildcat could take a deer could it?” [03]) as well as size
and type (“I haven't actually heard about wildcats, I've
heard about lynx, is that what you mean?” [08]). Hybridi-
zation, a key conservation concern, was rarely men-
tioned, suggesting limited public awareness.

A wildcat reintroduction was seen as something
which could influence cat management practices.
Owners anticipated adapting outdoor access and neuter-
ing behaviors. Participant 5 noted potential socioeco-
nomic barriers to responsible cat management: “most
people would be onto neutering if there is a good pro-
gram or cheap enough to do it.” Conversely, Participant
17 suggested entrenched attitudes might resist change: “I
think if you don't think it's important now, you're proba-
bly not going to change your mind.” (Figure 2)

4 | DISCUSSION

How different cat types lived and their proximity to peo-
ple influenced owners' perceptions of cat impacts and
human responsibility. We found disparities in partici-
pants' perceptions, with owned cats perceived to have
more negative impacts on wildlife than other cats, while
wildcats were thought to be beneficial. Unowned cats,
meanwhile, were thought to have both negative and posi-
tive impacts on wildlife; however, owners accommodated
the negative impacts by recognizing their need to survive.
This contrasts with participants' perspectives on conflict
between cats, with the perceived “wild” behaviors of
unowned cats and wildcats viewed negatively and not
acceptable in the context of interactions with owners'
cats. This highlights a nature/culture divide in this dis-
course whereby owned cats are generally seen as domes-
tic in type and bad for nature, while wildcats are seen as
wild in type and good for nature. Participant expectations
of unowned cats' welfare, and impact on the environment
and other cats varied in alignment between that of owned
cats and wildcats depending on the participant and sub-
ject. Unowned cats, therefore, exist in a liminal state in
cat owners' perceptions of impact, responsibility, welfare,
and consequently, management, connected to both
domestic and wild environments but belonging to

FIGURE 2 Summary of cat owner responses to the prospect of reintroduction of European wildcats to their area. Divided into four

groups: Supportive statements, conditional support, opposition statements, and questions.

DANDO ET AL. 7 of 13

 25784854, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://conbio.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/csp2.70056 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [08/05/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



neither. These diverse viewpoints present a challenge for
developing agreeable management strategies, which in
turn has negative consequences for wildcat restoration.

4.1 | Cat impact and responsibility

Our interviews highlight that the impacts of cats on wild-
life are perceived differently by cat owners depending on
cat “type.” Predation by owned cats was viewed as
anthropogenic and was consequently seen as unnatural
(Holm, 2020). In contrast, as an indigenous wild animal,
predation by wildcats was considered “natural,” and
therefore any impact was also perceived this way. Only in
certain circumstances was predation by owned cats
viewed as desirable, for example, when catching and kill-
ing “vermin” such as rodents (see also Crowley
et al., 2019). Predation by unowned cats was thought of
as useful when in the right place. Furthermore, predation
by unowned cats that are hunting to survive was per-
ceived as more acceptable due to the poor welfare condi-
tions in which they were perceived to live, indicating
unowned cats functioning as a “domestic wildcat.” Cat
owners in this study prioritized unowned cat welfare over
ecological concerns, underscoring the importance they
place on domestic cat welfare regardless of ownership
status. This duality has previously been identified in con-
versations around owned cats (Crowley et al., 2020a), but
the prevalence of a similar division in discussions on
unowned cats has a direct bearing on debates as to what
is considered humane cat management. The apparently
divided view of the wildness and the welfare of unowned
cats suggests a cat ownership community in the UK that
is united behind the notion that unowned cats need to be
managed but divided by the welfare and ethical implica-
tions of different approaches to achieve this. This categor-
ical ambiguity has practical implications for
management, as different ethical frameworks and legal
protections may apply depending on how unowned cats
are classified. Similar challenges have been documented
in other contexts where species status and public percep-
tion affects management options, such as with dingoes in
Australia (Smith et al., 2020; van Eeden et al., 2020).
Understanding this duality is crucial for developing
socially acceptable management strategies that can effec-
tively address both welfare and conservation concerns.

The large variety of views evidenced on responsibility
for unowned cats reveals a fundamental governance chal-
lenge. While owned cats and wildcats fit into established
frameworks of private ownership and conservation,
respectively, unowned cats occupy a problematic liminal
space. This issue is reflected in the two perspectives we
identified in terms of responsibility for unowned cats:

one seeking top-down management through formal
authorities, which broadly reflects results seen elsewhere
(Gates et al., 2019), the other emphasizing bottom-up
responsibility through local actors. The lack of integra-
tion between these perspectives, and particularly the
absence of self-identified responsibility among cat
owners, suggests a scenario where diffuse responsibility
leads to ineffective action. The tendency for cat owners to
externalize responsibility for unowned cats, despite their
potential role in preventing ferality, suggests a failure to
recognize their potential contribution to both the issues
and solutions. The self-appointment of responsibility by
local actors and charitable organizations (Natoli
et al., 2019), while valuable, may be insufficient for
addressing the scale of unowned cat management needed
for effective wildcat conservation. This situation suggests
that successful management of unowned cats may
require new governance and decision-making frame-
works that bridge the gap between formal institutions
and local actors, while explicitly connecting cat owner
practices to broader conservation outcomes.

4.2 | Perspectives on the European
wildcat

Cat owners in our sample knew very little about wildcats.
Wildcats were perceived to belong in the English and
Welsh landscape, with owners valuing their rarity,
and potential role in replacing unowned cats in control-
ling “pest” species such as rabbits. We did not, however,
find the wider range of values attributed to wildcats in
assessments of stakeholders in Scotland (Williams
Foley, 2022). Notably, there was no reference to cultural,
symbolic, or economic value. This is not surprising for a
species that has been absent from our survey areas for
around 150 years (Jari�c et al., 2022), but indicates the
need to establish a connection between cat owners and
wildcats if owners are to play some role in wildcat resto-
ration or associated management of other cats.

Wildcats were considered by some to be a threat to
domestic animals, including the safety of owned cats.
This led some owners to support a reintroduction in prin-
ciple, but not want it to occur near them (Scott
et al., 2016; von Essen & Allen, 2020). Domestic cats are
rarely found in dietary analysis of wildcats, and when
they are, it is likely as a result of carrion (Bir�o
et al., 2005). While there is little evidence that pigs and
sheep are killed by wildcats (Lozano et al., 2006), poultry
have been recorded, albeit rarely, and less so than for
domestic cats (Bir�o et al., 2005). Wildcats are often
depicted as wild, fierce, and untameable, potentially
increasing the perceived separation between owned and
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unowned domestic cats and wildcats (Fredriksen, 2016;
Wrigley, 2020). Acknowledgment of the genetic relation-
ship between domestic cats and wildcats was rare. Such
representations may be filling gaps in scientific knowl-
edge or practical experience of wildcat ecology (Baker
et al., 2020; Lescureux et al., 2011). The gap between
wildcat representations and reality reflects a broader
challenge in conservation: how cultural narratives about
“wild” versus “domestic” animal's influence management
decisions and public support. The portrayal of wildcats as
fundamentally different from domestic cats, in particular
unowned cats, may reinforce a false dichotomy that over-
looks their biological similarities and interbreeding
potential. However, this presents a complex paradox for
conservation messaging: while emphasizing wildcat dis-
tinctiveness risks obscuring hybridization threats, dimin-
ishing their unique identity could undermine public
support for their restoration as a distinct native species
fulfilling a specific ecological niche. This has practical
implications for conservation strategies, as successful
wildcat restoration likely requires public recognition of
the genetic continuity between wild and domestic cats to
ensure support for management measures that address
hybridization risks, while also balancing arguments sup-
porting the species' unique conservation value.

Owners viewed wildlife groups as responsible for
wildcat impacts after reintroduction, reflecting similar
expectations documented for reintroduced Eurasian bea-
ver (Castor fiber) (Auster et al., 2021). While long-term
commitments from project initiators are crucial for suc-
cess, indefinite responsibility may not be viable for wild-
life groups (Dando et al., 2023). Research shows that
local communities can develop strong attachments to
reintroduced species over time, even becoming protective
advocates who resist government interventions, as seen
with beaver reintroductions (Crowley et al., 2017). Wild-
life groups accepting initial responsibility for an agreed
period can reduce conflict and facilitate stakeholder
engagement until the species' presence becomes normal-
ized and community-supported management processes
are established (Auster et al., 2021). This approach can be
effective when combined with participatory decision-
making frameworks that actively involve local stake-
holders in ongoing management planning to facilitate
long-term coexistence (Dando et al., 2023; König
et al., 2020; Marino et al., 2024). This may be particularly
effective in projects such as this, where the reintroduced
species would be expected to coexist within an agricultur-
ally dominated landscape (König et al., 2020).

A small number of participants deemed cat owners to
have some responsibility for wildcat welfare, particularly
concerning hybridization between domestic cats and
wildcats. This is in contrast to research in wildcat areas

of Scotland which found high awareness and strong per-
ceptions of responsibility among cat owners
(Bacon, 2017). Neutering programs targeting owned and
unowned cats would likely be a central point to any cat
owner engagement on the issue of hybridization
(Campbell et al., 2023; Kilshaw et al., 2008). However,
perceptions of the extent that a wildcat reintroduction
could catalyze these practices were mixed. Despite
hybridization not being a prominent issue in our inter-
views, we did find that neutering owned and unowned
cats was a management priority for our participants, sug-
gesting that despite different motives both conservation-
ists and cat owners support some of the same
management strategies (Crowley et al., 2022).

4.3 | Limitations

Our approach to recruitment is likely to have self-
selected for more than usually engaged rural cat owners
on the issues presented. Thus, it seems reasonable that
our sample may overrepresent concern about the impact
of owned cats on wildlife and the welfare of unowned
cats, compared to the general population of cat owners.
This is due to these issues not always being visible to
owners, meaning awareness of them depends on some
level of engagement in the topic. Moreover, the low
awareness of wildcats even among our engaged sample
suggests that in the general cat owning population it may
be even lower. Although our participants suggested that
wildcats could potentially motivate more responsible cat
ownership, this effect may be harder to achieve than our
results suggest, given likely low levels of awareness in the
wider population. More generally, the variability in par-
ticipants and breadth of perspectives presented on each
subject suggests that this paper is likely to represent the
most important issues for the general cat owning popula-
tion, with the main difference likely to be the strength of
feeling for a certain perspective rather than the position
itself.

4.4 | Implications for reintroduction
initiatives

Cat owners represent a community who may be natural
supporters of wildcat conservation. Collaboration
between cat owners and cat welfare groups with wildcat
conservation projects will be key to the management of
both owned and unowned cats. There is a need to address
areas where division exists (e.g., concerns over conflict
between wildcats and owned cats), as well as identify
areas of consensus (e.g., the benefits of neutering for
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wildcats and unowned cat welfare) in establishing mean-
ingful collaboration (Dando et al., 2023). This process is
not simply about the meeting of goals for conservation
and cat welfare, but also working in relation to the diver-
sity of perspectives that exist among cat owners, espe-
cially toward unowned cat behavior and management.
For a reintroduction to be successful, agreement on and a
strategy for managing unowned cats are of fundamental
importance. The complex biopolitical space occupied by
unowned cats' challenges traditional nature/culture
divides, as these animals exist in a liminal state between
wild and domestic. Understanding and balancing this in
the context of a wildcat reintroduction is a fundamental
challenge. This liminality is reflected in the contested
views about who has legitimate authority to control these
populations and through what means. As we have
highlighted, there is no consensus on who is—or should
be—responsible for unowned cats. While lethal control
was generally considered unacceptable, there is ongoing
debate about what other forms of control are appropriate.
Unowned cats thus become sites of contested biopolitical
power, where stakeholders with diverse aims, including
cat owners, charities, and conservationists separately try
to define and implement governance over individual and
populations of cats. If and how the reintroduction of
wildcats shifts the perceptions of this “domestic wildcat”
will likely be determined by the role and messaging of
conservation groups and any collaboration and consensus
building among these stakeholders. This discussion sug-
gests that the liminal place occupied by unowned cats
requires that conservationists planning wildcat reintro-
ductions need to bring together a wide range of stake-
holders in the approach and implementation of domestic
cat management as a key means of realizing their conser-
vation objectives.
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